Herbivory patterns along the intertidal gradient of Juncus roemerianus salt marshes.
Grasshopper herbivory can vary substantially among locations within a salt marsh or among marshes, but its variability along the marsh intertidal gradient (extending from the shoreline to the upland fringing forest) is not well reported. Previous papers have shown that grasshopper herbivory may affect nutrient processes in salt marsh ecosystems, but how such effects are tied up to the intensity of herbivory and how they vary spatially is poorly known. To help address these gaps, we evaluated whether grasshopper herbivory intensity and herbivore abundance together with other plant characteristics (such as total leaf length, plant live and dead biomass, plant nutrient content and plant nutrient standing stocks) varied along the intertidal gradient of two black needlerush marshes in the Northern Gulf of Mexico. Our results show that in one marsh grazing intensity decreased from the shoreline to the forest tree line, but in the other there was similar grazing intensity across the entire intertidal gradient. None of the measured plant characteristics followed the differences in herbivory found along the intertidal gradient and between salt marshes. We also found that, in the salt marsh with decreasing herbivory towards the upland edge, the combination of herbivory, plant nutrient content and plant nutrient standing stocks suggest two different functional zones along the intertidal gradient, one of nutrient availability and recycling near the shoreline and another one of nutrient inmobilization near the upland fringing forest. In concert, the results suggest that grasshopper herbivory intensity may vary along the intertidal gradient in some marshes, but not in others. In turn, spatial differences in herbivory along the intertidal gradient, if they occur, may influence nutrient processes, such as recycling and storage, leading to associated spatial differences in nutrient dynamics in the salt marsh.